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THE ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF PERSONS. 

A PERSON is at the same time the greatest mystery and 
-**■ the most assured fact of the universe. This is one of 
the paradoxes which throng us, and without which, however 
baffling they may be, we could scarcely get on in this World 
Order of ours. The object of this paper is to attempt to bring 
the principles which are constitutive in the facts of our universe 
into as clear as possible a relationship with the problems of the 
origin of this most wonderful of all facts, human personality. 

We regard the human person or self as a fact because we 
evidently have here an agent, — a center of force accomplishing 
certain definite things in interaction with other facts in the 
universe. But though we regard the self as a fact, we are con- 
fronted with the difficulty of adjusting the various elements 
involved in the problem, particularly, the difficulty of adjusting 
the scientific element of the description and explanation of the 
facts, to the philosophical element of the interpretation and 
meaning of the facts. And then there is the task of adjusting 
the genetic to the logical elements in the problem of origins as 
well as in the problem of development of the person. 

The difficulty with earlier theories has been the lack of the 
genetic point of view. Philosophers have been too exclusively 
logicians. Their explanations of this fact, the human person, 
have failed to recognize all of the facts of human experience 
as derived from the world in which we are. An explanation 
may start from an hypothesis, but that hypothesis must be based 
on the total situation in the world order. Now the facts, as 
well as the logic of our world, reveal a principle of development, — 
a creative act, carried out over a long series of related facts. 
We call this series the evolutionary process. Hence, in ex- 
plaining this most mysterious fact, the person, the facts cannot 
be ignored any more than can the logic of it all. 

As illustrations of the inadequacy of former attempts to explain 
the origin of the self, we need only cite the two outstanding 
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schools, the pantheists and the theists. One of the principal 
forms of pantheistic explanation of the person is the theory of 
emanation. According to this view the person or soul is an 
emanation of the World Being. The portion of being thrown off 
is a part of the original Being and is destined to be re-absorbed 
into that Being as the mist from the ocean must sooner or later 
"slip back into the shining sea." This form of explanation is 
hoary with age, and for that reason, if for no other, it commands 
our respect. But the reason for the inadequacy of such a view 
of this problem soon appears. It takes no account of the long 
series of related facts in the evolutionary process. Emanation 
is not development. The emanistic explanation does not con- 
sider the meaning of things in the light of the facts of development 
all about us. 

The theistic type of explanation of the origin of personality 
regards all things as the result of the operations of a Creator 
who has purposively controlled and shaped them to definite ends. 
Many theists have recognized the principle of development in 
creation, but in dealing with this special problem of the origin 
of persons they tend to abandon the principle of development 
and to account for the appearance of the soul as an act of positing 
of the Supreme Being. When and where the Divine plan calls 
for it, then and there a human soul has its origin and begins its 
development. According to this conception the soul is not the 
outcome of its finite antecedents, but, by the Divine act of 
positing, is a new beginning in the series. 

But this form of theism meets a fundamental difficulty: It 
must show how this act of positing is consistent with the creative 
methods employed by God as we observe them elsewhere. If 
God has made this universe and is operative in it, then in its 
material and spiritual aspects it must be all of a piece. In fact, 
the spiritual and material must, in some intimate fashion, be 
linked to and dependent upon each other, else He could not be 
in His world interacting with it. To say that God posits a 
human soul admits creation, it is true, but gives us no satis- 
faction as to the nature of the creative act by which the appear- 
ance of the soul is effected. Nor does it give us any light on 
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the nature of the relation between the creative activity and the 
created being. We should expect by a knowledge of this rela- 
tion to be able to find in the creature some clue as to the essential 
nature of the Creator. 

The law of creative activity is that every organism or being 
has been preceded by a definite preparation for its appearance 
through the operation of vital forces adapted to securing the 
origin of that particular organism. In accordance with this law 
we should expect the methods of creation employed by the 
Divine to consist of what we are familiar with under the term 
'evolution.' Any theory of how a being such as the human 
person had its origin must reckon with this evident program of 
development. How can we say that all created things had their 
origin by the method of evolution except the human person which 
was brought into being independently of this method, and still 
claim that God operates in a manner consistent with His own 
being? 

Certainly we are now in a position to see that we cannot seri- 
ously attempt any statement of this problem of the origin and 
development of persons without consulting the evolutionists. 
But in this problem of personality there are two uses which may 
be made of the principle of evolution. We may regard the 
person as a being given to us with certain mental principles 
which are gradually unfolding higher possibilities. This type of 
evolutionism is that of the logician. And then, on the other 
hand, these principles of development may be referred to a 
temporal process of building up a being out of the World ele- 
ments. The latter is the genetic explanation. As a type of 
logical evolutionism we might refer to Bosanquet's conception of 
the individual in his Gifford Lectures. 1 Bergson's explanation 
derives its statement more explicitly from the developmental 
processes in the evolutionary series. We shall therefore refer 
more fully to Bergson's conception of the creative act, its mean- 
ing and its end. 

In reviewing Bergson's position with this problem of person- 

1 The Principle of Individuality and Value, and The Value and Destiny of the 
Individual, Gifford Lectures for 1912 and 1913 respectively. 
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ality in mind, we should note in the first place that he uses the 
terms 'life' and 'consciousness' synonymously. Whatever may 
be our interpretation of terms, all who deal with problems 
such as personality, where all of the facts of life and being are 
involved, are obliged to use such expressions as 'consciousness' 
and 'conscious states'! As the writer understands Bergson's 
view, the essential nature of personality is life in the full meaning 
of the term which makes it synonymous with consciousness. 
This 'life' is, furthermore, the 'vital impetus.' Bergson is de- 
scribing this vital impetus when he says, "Like eddies of dust 
raised by the wind as it passes, the living turn upon them- 
selves, borne up by the great blast of life." 1 And this vital 
impetus, which is life, is the ultimate reality behind the creative 
act. 

We are also familiar with Bergson's explanation of creation 
as an unwinding or releasing of the vital impetus. "The vision 
w6 have of the material world is that of a weight which falls: 
no image drawn from matter, properly so called, will ever give 
us the idea of the weight rising. All our analyses show us, in life, 
an effort to re-mount the incline that matter descends." 2 The 
activity which is revealed in the triumph of life over the 
resistance of matter is the essence of reality. The origin of this 
activity is referred to the 'vital impetus.' This is made to 
furnish the starting point where the reversal or unwinding 
process begins .... At the originating end of the series 
stands the 'vital impetus,' at the other end a 'consciousness' 
which some designate as 'personality.' As we review this 
process from the beginning, we find this creative energy, which 
is life, manifested in the increasingly proportionate importance 
of life energy, or consciousness, or spirit, in comparison with the 
matter involved. Beginning with the crude operations of nature 
where matter holds sway and vital energy is restricted, these 
proportions are gradually reversed as the creative evolution 
proceeds, until in man the life energy or spiritual force is much 
and the material is of little importance. And so the vital 

1 Creative Evolution, p. 128 (p. 165). 

2 Ibid., p. 245. 
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impetus comes again into its own in the conscious activity of 
personality. 

But if the 'vital impetus' is the creative factor in duration, 
we should be able to discern the unity, in the evolutionary series, 
of the essential nature of that form of being there in the 'fire 
mist,' with the form of being here at the other end in personality. 
But for Bergson this 'vital impetus' is not of the essential 
nature of personality. For he holds that this vital impetus "in 
the r61e of life is to insert some indetermination into matter. 
Indeterminate, i. e., unforeseeable are the forms it creates in the 
course of its evolution." 1 But personality foresees, and moves in 
the realm of purposes and ends. 

But when the creative element at one end of the process is 
postulated as not of the essential nature of the creative being at 
the other, then we are at a complete loss to find the meaning of 
the one in terms of the other. And the creature must get its 
meaning from the creator. Here we must insist that the order 
be not inverted. Otherwise any explanation of personality would 
be left without meaning and would suffer shipwreck. The 
essential nature of the World Being must yield the mystery of 
the essential nature of personality. In order to do this the 
World Being must furnish the elements sufficient to account for 
personality, elements which are inherently worthy of profoundest 
respect. 

It is just here that Bergson's 'vital impetus' lacks what 
Bosanquet's conception of 'individuality' has to contribute, — 
namely, that individuality is characterized by purposes, needs, 
and ideals, in the attainment of which the finite individual is 
raised into relation with the Absolute Individual. But the 
means of this attainment is the creative process, or evolution. 
So that we might say that the two views just referred to supple- 
ment each other, and yet neither one offers a solution of the 
problem as to how the origin of personality is related to the 
evolutionary process, nor how we are to interpret the possibility 
of the similarity of the Divine Person and the human person, 
in the light of the creative process, nor what part the evolutionary 

1 Creative Evolution, p. 126. 
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process plays in the attainment of the human personality to the 
possibilities of the Absolute. 

We have thus far arrived at the conviction that personality, 
this fact of much mystery, did not appear unannounced, but that 
great preparation was made for it. We still face the questions, 
however, as to what sort of a process it was which this prepara- 
tion involved, and what was the relation of that process to the 
nature of personality and to its development. All of us are more 
or less familiar with the process of evolution already briefly 
referred to. Let us then refer to it again in connection with 
these urgent problems concerning the Divine method of bringing 
persons into being. In the development of persons, it serves to 
bring forth more highly complex and clearer states of conscious- 
ness corresponding to more highly and complexly organized 
nervous centers, as the demands of the environment become 
greater in number and importance. The nature of conscious 
states corresponds to the complexity of nervous organization 
because of the fact that the adaptation to environment is secured 
by means of the nervous system, whose function is to coordinate 
the various parts of the organism in its reactions to its environ- 
ment. As this nervous mechanism becomes more complex the 
conscious states become clearer, so that the organism is able to 
secure more complex adjustments, leading to greater clarity of 
consciousness, and so forth through the cycle until we might say 
that the complete series of elements necessary to a being of fixed 
ideas had been mastered. By fixed ideas we mean the instinc- 
tive states of consciousness which know certain facts necessary 
to the existence of the organism simply because the organism 
moves in, and its conscious life is confined to, the reaction to 
these particular facts. But if we should come to an order of 
being which knows things from without, moving amongst things, 
and is not confined just to its reaction with them, then we would 
have a totally different kind of ideas, representing another kind 
of environment, as we shall indicate directly. This other 
environment is apprehended by reason of the greater refinement 
of the conscious states of a being whose nervous organization is 
complex enough to make free ideas possible. 
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Without raising the question as to the quality of conscious- 
ness in fixed and free ideas, let us turn to the problem of their 
divergence. All of the adaptation represented in fixed ideas has 
to do with physical things. All instinctive forms of conscious- 
ness are bound to the material interests of a physical environment. 
The adaptation represented by free ideas calls for a different 
element, — even for a different environment. This element is 
that which is represented in the very unfolding of the vital proc- 
esses and which requires us to postulate a Self-Conscious Will 
in order to account for the direction in the organization of these 
processes, — that is, the spiritual. 

And now, bearing in mind that this spiritual element is that 
which uses the principle of development known as evolution as 
its method, we now say that this process of gradual development 
proceeds toward the requisite complexity of nervous organiza- 
tion which shall make possible the reaction of the organism to a 
spiritual environment. And just as knowledge of any kind is 
gained through reaction to environment and the nature of that 
knowledge depends on the nature of the environment, so the 
extent of spiritual knowledge and its nature depend upon the 
spiritual elements in that environment to which we react. To 
be spiritually minded means to be willing to go to the limit of 
the possibilities made available by the spiritual environment. 
Only to such are the highest reaches of the spiritual life possible. 
All this should be said in the same spirit in which we would 
remark that skill in scientific things can only be acquired by the 
scientifically minded. 

The criticism that this form of explanation makes the person 
the product of neural activity is met by keeping in mind the 
fact that these free ideas are spiritual affairs accompanied by 
a highly complex neural organization. In some strange way 
they have their root in and take their start from the nervous 
system, but these particular states of consciousness are free in 
the sense that, being no longer fixed to a kind of reaction to 
environment, they move freely amongst the elements of their 
environment and so become independent of time and space. 
In this way these states become the means of expression of a 
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being which is not limited by time or space, but which is self- 
conscious activity. And this kind of being we call a person. 
The creation of persons, then, is not by emanation, organized 
function, organic heredity, nor by an act of positing, but occurs 
as the culmination of a process of creation by development or 
evolution. 

But still the question may be raised: What has been gained 
on this hypothesis in the way of clearer knowledge concerning 
the relation of the nature of the created person to the nature of 
ultimate reality as it is in God? Is not that ultimate reality 
lost in the long series? Would not the nature of human person- 
ality be nearer the nature of Divine personality in the conception 
of a special or outright creation? We think not. We think 
much has been gained in our conception of God, as He is, by our 
comprehension of the process by which we came into being. 
And these facts come to us in self-conscious activity, that is, 
in a knowledge of ourselves. This participation in the nature 
of the reality of the Divine Person through the various aspects 
of human personal experience is the truth that is referred to in 
poetic form when the Old Testament Scriptures state that we 
are made in God's image. The importance of the relation of 
the nature of human beings as creatures and of the Divine 
Person as Creator, inheres in the very nature of personality. 
Intelligence may be enough to explain the existence of a watch. 
But the case of personality stands in a different light. For 
personality can only be explained in terms of its own activity, 
which is self-conscious. The nature of our personality is the 
essence of His being. We are kind of His kind. Those ancient 
temporal and spatial forms still haunt us, but in this conception 
of personality as spiritual being, their solicitations prove futile, 
for we discover that we are spirit as God is. 

For a way of illustrating this deep mystery in concrete form, 
we are accustomed to turn to electrical mechanism. In elec- 
tricity we have an essence known only by what it does. In this 
respect it is like the mind, and helps us to see what we have 
gained in the meaning of the relation of the method and process 
of the creative act to the nature of personality, human and 
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Divine. For, after all is said of such phenomena as electricity 
and personality, we must be finally content with observing what 
they do. Activity is the ultimate criterion of their nature. 

But now let us examine this creative act a bit more closely in 
order to see more clearly if possible what this strange fact of 
personality may be. We have already referred to evolution as 
the creative method of God. We might now say that this 
method supplies us with the mechanism by which He would 
more fully realize Himself in a reproduction of Himself by the 
creation of other persons. The organisms which comprise the 
total creation series include not only the transmission mechan- 
ism but the two end mechanisms of origination and delivery, in 
the creative processes. Some will say, however, that while they 
can see how God's nature may be seen in human personality, the 
latest outcome of the creative mechanism, they cannot see how 
God could be revealed in the originating end where all was ' fire- 
mist.' Human personality, in its thought processes, reveals 
spiritual forces, but not those primordial operations. We must 
keep in mind, however, that personality is known by what it 
does whether in thoughts or in fire-mist. Personality is the 
totality of what it does. Personality whether human or Divine 
is not a cross section of a moment's conscious existence. It is 
the totality of its appearances. It is organic in its nature. It is 
all that it has done. And if we could shake us free from the 
temporal and spatial limitations, we should say that personality 
is the totality of all its manifestations in all its existence. We 
could do this, too, without ignoring the individuality of finite 
persons in a definite relationship to the Infinite Person. 

And so in whatever part of the mechanism we may find some- 
thing doing, we may rest assured that God is there. But many 
sincere souls are prone to lose sight of God in the mechanism and 
would do away with the idea of God. And it is true that the 
evolutionary series does not look like God, any more than elec- 
trical machinery looks like electricity. Neither does a mechan- 
ism always reveal just what it is for. One may look at the 
transmission wire and say that there is no light there. Or one 
may place the ear very close to the telephone wire and say that 
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there is no voice. But go to the transmitter and hear the voice! 
That is the appropriate instrument for revealing the activity 
throbbing in the entire mechanism. All in between is simply a 
preparation and means for the reproduction of the voice. Thus 
one may look along the evolutionary line from the fire-mist to 
the apes and say that there is no personality there. There are 
brains to be sure, but we must go to man's brain for the thoughts 
of God surging through it all ! That is the instrument for which 
all the rest has been a preparation, and which, in turn, is adapted 
to the revelation of the nature of God's personality, which is 
spirit. 

How or where the originating end of the creative mechanism 
works we do not see clearly, for we are the transmitting end. As 
yet we are only learning to see a little way back through the 
creative mechanism. What it is at God's end of the mechanism 
that corresponds to our brains and by means of which He com- 
municates His personal energy to the mechanism, we do not 
know. It will probably be necessary for us that we shall have 
comprehended the entire process before we can attain to such 
knowledge. From the standpoint of our finite limitations in 
this life, a large task is awaiting us somewhere. 

Because a 'person' is a spiritual thing, we become impatient 
of the material, spatial and temporal. We would have God 
posit a human personality and have it all over with. Some of us 
even seem to feel that any other kind of a theory would somehow 
rob God of something. Or we seem to fear that we might lose 
sight of God in such a long, labyrinthine process. We want the 
event to follow closely in time upon the Almighty Fiat. All the 
while we overlook the notion to which we subscribe, in other 
connections, that with God a day is as a thousand years and a 
thousand years is as a day. No! No! Let us with full con- 
fidence face the long stretches of the creative plan by which 
preparation was made for the reproduction of Divine possi- 
bilities in us. 

Within human personality, then, the Divine personality is 
being revealed. With all our problems and difficulties, with 
all our failures and possibilities, our life is God's. In Him we 
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live and move and have our being. Our nature is His nature. 
In our defeats He shares. In our victories He triumphs. As 
He does so do we. 

But with all this before us, we turn again in deep perplexity 
to the creation series, for we would know its further purpose. 
Now that we have free ideas why not be content with them and 
let the rest be gone? This is practically the solution of the 
subjective idealists, who deny the reality of matter and identify 
thoughts and things. And why the persistence of numberless 
varieties of life forms? If gradual preparation was made 
through lower forms for the higher, until the highest was reached 
in human personality, then why not have just man as the result 
of the creative act? 

Simply that the persisting stages in the complete process, and 
the presence of the parts of the total mechanism may, by study 
on the part of human personality, accomplish for it what the 
mechanism accomplished for God in its creation, i. e., personal 
development. That is, as human personality by investigation 
retraces the creation series, it realizes its own development 
through self-expression, just as God realizes His development 
through self-expression in creation. For God's need of self- 
expression is evidently imperative, as reflected in the nature of 
the evolutionary process. And so the human person, on his 
end of the process, is furnished with the means of his own de- 
velopment in unravelling the course of his creation and finding 
his way back to God in the discovery of larger truth. 

Personality could not develop if it had nothing to learn and 
took no delight in the fulness of truth. And the things to be 
learned, the way to truth, is in the variety of facts supplied by 
the creative process, which may be regarded as the method 
employed to bring personality into being. The very possibility 
of personality was the condition of its origin, and its continued 
presence implies development. 

And, once having come into existence, there can be no develop- 
ment of personality without this variety of environment. For 
development in the person stands for the same thing that evolu- 
tion represents in the complete creative act. In his develop- 
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merit the person realizes the long processes of evolution within 
himself. It is not exactly the recapitulation theory that we 
have in mind just here, but two related facts, — variety in the 
environment furnished by the persisting elements of the creative 
process, and the preservation of the various stages in the creative 
process. In the presence of these two facts, human personality 
becomes involved in a seemingly endless quest for all of the 
elements which comprise the complete creative act. As in 
mountain climbing, when the ascent of one peak reveals new 
ranges beyond, so the mastery of one realm of creation yields 
to developing personality a vision of new reaches to be mastered. 
And these adventures in search of new facts and larger truth are 
life for him. In meeting the problems and difficulties of adjust- 
ing himself to the truth, and of bending the creative forces to 
his service, the human person discovers unlimited possibilities of 
development. 

Then, too, the principle of interaction, which is recognized 
as a factor in progressive evolution, and which is made possible 
by the survivals of the creative process, is an element which 
plays a definite part in the development of persons. The high- 
est and most productive type of interaction is that which takes 
place between one person and another. But we should clearly 
recognize that the form of interaction between the higher and 
lower elements in the evolutionary series is just as useful. And, 
in fact, in this problem of finding the meaning of the relation of 
the nature of personality to the creative process this lower type 
of interaction is as essential and indispensable as the higher. 
For the creative process is all one act. The larger, therefore, 
the number of interactions, the more comprehensive is our con- 
ception of that complete act. 

In all these ways, through the persistence of past forms, we 
as persons are able to follow back through the creative process 
and, in a very real way, are permitted to observe the details of 
the means employed to bring personality into being. In our 
own activity there is an organic connection established between 
us and all that has gone before. It is as though God were saying 
to us: All this you are plus personality. 

Now, whenever we gain a better understanding of how person- 
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ality originated, we make a gain in the meaning of personality 
for us, and of the nature of its reality. For reality gives us the 
terms of truth, and the satisfaction which truth brings represents 
the apprehension or appropriation of the thoughts of God by a 
human person. According to this view, the appearance of any 
fact in the creative series is a reality. And as it is given meaning 
in the total order of things it is the truth. Therefore the value of 
the genetic approach to the problem of personality is that any 
new light as to the conditions and circumstances of the appear- 
ance of a factual element in personality gives a fresh clue to the 
nature of personality. It is true that we must take account of 
personality as it is now constituted. The logical study of person- 
ality is positively necessary. The investigation of problems of 
personality cannot dispense with it. According to the foregoing 
conception, however, personality has arisen in development and 
is itself developing. It is ever passing from one stage of existence 
to a more advanced one. Therefore the genetic and the logical 
problems are supplementary. As the genetic contribution can- 
not complete the statement of the problems of personality, neither 
can the logical statement make a beginning without the genetic 
approach. Each is essential to the fullest possible understanding 
of the nature of personality. 

How much of the Divine Person we actually comprehend is 
not at all certain. But this we must admit, that whatever we 
may know of Him, we must know in the activity of our own 
personality. We are aware of an ability to interact with this 
material world we live in, through our brains and nervous systems. 
As we have already remarked, just what the agency is, corre- 
sponding to our brains, by which the Absolute Person interacts 
with the material order, is beyond us. It may be that no such 
agency is needed, but that for Him thought and thing are 
identified, and that the full truth is implicitly His own. At any 
rate, we are convinced that in contemplation of the whole crea- 
tive act we are getting increasing light on the mystery of our 
existence. And as we gain a clearer view of the origin, and, 
thereby, the nature of our own personality, we are gaining a 
clearer conception of God. Ernest A. Rayner. 

Nebraska Wesleyan University. 



